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Urdu and the Muslim Identity: 
Standardization of Urdu in the Eighteenth 
and Early Nineteenth Centuries’ 


Tue STANDARDIZATION OF modern Urdu and Hindi is the process by 
which they were given different identities. Here I look at this process 
only for Urdu. This was done by indexing linguistic symbols—scripts, 
allusions, idiom, rhetorical devices, formulaic expressions—with a civi- 
lizational or cultural identity. Such devices associated this single lan- 
guage with different religious and ethnic identities in the minds of their 
own users as well as others. 

This is not to say that languages are never associated with identi- 
ties. Classical Arabic, though used by Arab Muslims as well as Christians 
for formal functions, is mostly associated with Islam; Hebrew is associ- 
ated with the Israeli as well as the Jewish identity; Sanskrit is associated 
with Hinduism; and Latin with the Roman Catholic Church. 

The Muslim élite ruling India during the thirteenth century used 
Persian as the court language. However, when the British rulers re- 
placed Persian with the vernacular languages of India—of which Urdu, 
called Hindustani by the British, was one—in 1834, the Muslim élite had 
already adopted a deliberately Persianized form of the language which 
functioned as an identity symbol for them (Rai 1984, 248-50). The nine- 
teenth and early twentieth centuries saw Urdu become more closely 
associated with Islam as religious literature proliferated and the Pakistan 
Movement made it a symbol of Muslim identity (Rahman 2006). In the 
same way Hindi was separated from Urdu and identified “as the lan- 
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guage of the Hindus” during the same period (Dalmia 1997, 147-48). 

The separation of Urdu from Hindi, which has been described in 
detail by Amrit Rai (1984, 226-84), is contingent upon the script (Deva- 
nagari for Hindi, Perso-Arabic for Urdu); lexicon (borrowings from San- 
skrit for Hindi, Arabic and Persian for Urdu); and cultural references 
(Hindu history and beliefs for Hindi, Islamic history and ideology for 
Urdu). These language-planning processes led to the splitting of a lan- 
guage (Urdu-Hindi) into modern Persianized and Arabicized Urdu at 
one extreme and modern Sanskritized Hindi at the other. Between the 
two ends is a continuum that veers towards one end or the other 
according to the speaker, occasion and environment. In between, how- 
ever, there is a widely understood spoken language which is called 
Urdu-Hindi here. This article looks at how the process of standardiza- 
tion, carried out primarily by Muslim intellectuals, associated modern 
Urdu with Islamic culture in South Asia in the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries. The same processes continued for both Urdu and 
Hindi in the twentieth century but they have not been considered in this 
article. 


The Sanskritic-Vernacular Phase of the Ancestor of Urdu 


For most of its history Urdu-Hindi has been full of words now asso- 
ciated with Sanskritic and vernacular roots. Let us look at the most 
ancient available texts. First, there are words in use at present in both 
Hindi and Urdu that are traceable to Sanskrit. Out of these, forty-three 
words of daily use are given by Amrit Rai (59-63). Among these are: dj 
(today), 16 (so), tha (was), ti (you), bat (word; saying), pach (ask), ye 
(this), bath Chand). 

These basic words of the language in their historical forms (Apa- 
bbhransa) are given in texts dating back to the eighth century, i.e., about 
two centuries before the Muslims entered the plains of the Punjab from 
Afghanistan. These dates, however, are uncertain as the actual texts 
which are available now were probably transcribed by copyists from 
oral narratives. 

Let us, therefore, look at a text written by a Muslim in the Perso- 
Arabic script about six hundred years ago. This is Masnavi Kadam Ra?6 
Padam R@’6 by Fakhru’d-Din Nizami written between 825 and 839 aH/ 
1430-1435 CE (Jalibi 1973, 16).' This is a lengthy text with 1032 she‘rs. The 
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language of this work is not Persianized or Arabicized. According to 
Jamil Jalibi: “Nearly twelve thousand words have been used and out of 
them only about one hundred and twenty-five are Arabic and Persian” 
(ibid., 36).” The rest of the diction belongs to what Jalibi calls the Hindu 
tradition (Hindvi rivdyat) (ibid., 37). However, the basic syntax of the 
language and part of the diction is still part of both Urdu and Hindi. 
However, it is closer to the Hindi end of the spectrum and, therefore, 
may be less intelligible to non-specialist speakers of Urdu than those of 
Hindi. The following words are still used in Hindi: dshti (ease), utdval 
(quick, one who wants results quickly), uétar (answer), akkbar (word), 
binti (request), patr (paper), prit dove), purs (man), ndr (woman), pit 
(son), turat immediate), jug (world), Camatkdr (miracle), sabd (word), 
gidn (wisdom), /ab (profit), mds (month, meat), mirakbh (foot, igno- 
rant), nar (hell). 


The first few lines are as follows: 


Gusa@’in tubin ék duna jag adar 
Barobar duna jag tuhin dainahar 
Akas uncéa patal dharti thin 
Jahan kuch nako?i tahan hai tubin 
(ibid., 65) 


O lord! You are the only support of both worlds 

Correctly speaking You are the one who gives sustenance to both 
worlds 

You are the heaven and the lower part of the world 

Where there is no one; there you exist. 


Out of these twenty-two words, six are not intelligible to non-spe- 
cialist speakers of Urdu. Hindi speakers may, however, understand 
akds (sky) as well as patal (ower part of the world). The verb dénd (to 
give) in déndhar (one who gives) is intelligible to both Urdu- and 
Hindi-speakers but the suffix- bar is not used in modern Urdu in this 
meaning. 

This sample of the language of the Deccan during the early part of 
the fifteenth century (1421-1435) as evidenced by Kadam RG’6 Padam 
Ra@?0 is far less intelligible and far more Sanskritized than the sentences 
of Urdu found attributed to the saints in their malfiizdt and tazkiras as 
quoted by many historians of Urdu (Ghani 1929; Ghani 1930; Shérani 
[1930]). Thus, while it is not clear how people actually spoke, it can be 


work 1021/1612-13 is given by Blumhardt (1905, 2). 
“All translations, unless otherwise indicated, are by the present author. 
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said with confidence that Urdu-Hindi was a far more Indian (Sanskri- 
tized) language from the fifteenth till the eighteenth centuries than it is 
now. 

While the Masnavi was written in the Deccan and the setting was 
Hindu, we have another text written in the extreme northwest of the 
Subcontinent and here the setting was Muslim. Indeed, it was intended 
to be a religious text by its author. This is Khairu’l-Baydn written by 
Bayazid Ansari (931/1526-27—-980 or 989/1572 or 1581) between 1560-1570 
and it also has words now associated with Hindi (Ansari 1570). The 
manuscript of the book from which the published version used here 
has been printed is at the University of Tiibingen and is dated 1021/1611- 
12. However, as Akhund Darviza (d. 1048/1638-9) has denounced Baya- 
zid’s work for heresy in his own book Makbzanu-Islam? which was 
written, at least in its original form, sometime in the late sixteenth 
century and finally revised by his son ‘Abdu’l-Karim in its present form 
in 1024/1615 (Blumhardt 1905, 2), it is certain that Khairu1-Baydn was in 
circulation and was taken seriously enough to cause so much anxiety 
among the ulama of the period. 

The present version of Khairu I-Baydn has only sixteen lines by the 
author in the language called “Hindi,” some consisting of only two 
words. This is probably the first writing of Urdu in the Pashto-speaking 
area now in Pakistan (Rahman 2008). These words are found only in the 
first four pages, where Arabic, Persian and Pashto are found in equal 
portions. The Persian portion, however, gets reduced later while the 
Arabic and Pashto remain till the end. However, the Pashto version is 
longer than the Arabic version so that it is not an exact translation. In 
short, the book as it stands today, can hardly be called a book in four 
languages, but that is precisely what the author (Ansari 1570, 296-97) 
and his critics call it. The first four lines which begin the book are in 
Arabic followed by Persian, Pashto and then “Hindi.” One of the 
“Hindi” words “akkbar’ used in these lines and some others like it are 
now associated with Hindi but they were in use in this specimen of the 
ancestor of Urdu in the present North-West Frontier Province (NWFP) 
of Pakistan. 

If we remember that 438 years have passed since the writing of 
Khairu'I-Bayan it is amazing that it is still intelligible to those of us who 
know Urdu, Hindi, Punjabi, Siraiki, etc. Moreover, Bayazid must have 
chosen Hindi because it was an important language outside the Pashto- 


*The denunciation of Bayazid Ansari is both in Persian and Pashto (Darviza 
1615, 122-27, 128-38). 
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speaking world he was living in. As Jalibt has opined, Bayazid must 
have wanted to influence people in the plains of India (1975, 58), and 
this could only make sense on the assumption that Hindi was the 
language most commonly understood there as, indeed, its descendants 
Urdu, Hindi and Punjabi are even now. It appears as if Bayazid’s 
followers also conformed to his writing fashion in more than one 
language. A poet called Arzani who was “intelligent” and a master of 
correct language (fasih zubdn biid) also wrote poetry in “Afghani, Farsi, 
Hindi, and ‘Arabi” like Bayazid Ansari (Darviza 1613, 149).* 

Besides these lines in the ancestor of Urdu-Hindi in Khairu 1-Ba- 
yan, at least one couplet in the same language is attributed to Bayazid 
by ‘Ali Muhammad Mukhlis (4610-11-1664-65), who is said to have been 
one of his followers. This occurs in Mukhlis’s own collection of Pashto 
verse. He introduces it in Persian as a “couplet of Bayazid in the Hindvi 
language.” 

Saééa b6l Bayazid ka j6 béndve koi 
Cit marné paher pablé vi par na maré soi 
(Mukhlis n.d., 581) 


The true saying of Bayazid he who recites 
At the time of death he does not go on the path of annihilation 


Mukhlis’s work—at least this poetic collection—is only in Pashto but he 
lived in India for the latter part of his life and possibly that is why words 
like dnand (pleasure, joy, happiness)—used even now in modern 
Hindi—are found in his Pashto. All the samples of the ancestor of Urdu- 
Hindi given above are intelligible for the modern reader. 

As mentioned earlier, words like akkbar (word), kdran (reason), 
jib (tongue) are still used in some varieties of Hindi and Punjabi. Most 
of the other words are easily intelligible to present-day speakers of 
Urdu and Hindi as well as Punjabi. 

About sixty-five years after Khairu’l-Baydn Mulla Vajhi wrote his 
book Sab Ras (1045/1635-36) in Urdu-Hindi prose. Like Khairu’l-Baydn, 
it too is quite intelligible to the contemporary reader. And, in common 
with the works of that period, it has words of Sanskritic origin as well as 
others which are now obsolete. Among those still current in Hindi some 
are: japnd (to remember, to count), Citarnd (to make pictures), Cinld 
(worry), Chandan (tactics), sarjanhdr (Creator) 

An idea of its intelligibility can be formed by reading the following 


“The copy used by the author has no date. The date of the writing of this 
work 1021/1612-13 is given by Blumhardt (gos, 2). 
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lines. 


Ek shabr tha us shahbr ka n@on Sistart is Sistan ké badshah ki nd’on 
‘Aql din-6-duniyd ka tamadm kam us té Calta us ké hukm baj zara kin 
nain hilta. 

(Vajhi 1635, 16) 


There was a city. Its name was Sistan. The name of its king was ‘Aqal. All 
activities spiritual and secular were carried out under his orders. Without 
his orders not a thing moved. 


Mulla Vajhi’s other book Qutub Mushtari, written in 1610, also has a 
number of Sanskrit words (Rai 1984, 215). 

Coming now to Karbal Katha by Saiyid Fazl ‘Ali Fazli (b. 1710-1) 
written in 1145/1732-33 and revised in 1748 in North India. Here, one finds 
a great change from the texts we have been considering so far. For one 
thing, there is far more Arabic and Persian in the book, probably be- 
cause it is a religious work containing stories about the Battle of Karbala 
in 680 cE and meant to be narrated to a Muslim audience. For another, it 
appears that the movement for the Persianization and Arabicization 
(Muslimization as it turned out later) had already started. 


Rivayat hai ke jab kishti-e Hazrat-e Nith taldtum-e amvdj-e tufan sé zér- 
o-zabar honé lagi Hazrat-e Nib né kaha: “Ya Mahi! va‘da téra barhaq 
hai, amma na janun mujh sé kya khata vage‘ hii?” 


(Fazli 1733, 42) 


The story is that when the boat of the Prophet Noah started rocking 
because of the agitation of the waves, he said: “O God! Your promise is 
true but I do not know what fault I have committed?” 


Out of the thirty-four words given in these four lines, thirteen of the 
underlined words are of Arabic and two are of Persian origin. Of these 
at least six are unfamiliar to ordinary speakers of Urdu. However, words 
of Hindi derived from Sanskrit are there—twenty-eight words are listed 
by Rai (14984, 237)—as they are in other writings of this period. 

In the Deccan, San‘ati’s Qissa Bénazir written in 1055/1645 makes 
two things clear: that while scholars prided themselves upon their com- 
petence in Persian, the common people found it easier to understand 
Deccani; and, that Sanskrit words were removed probably because of 
their difficulty. Thus the author says: 


Usé farsi bélnad zaug tha 
Valé ké ‘azizan ko yun zaug tha 
Ke Dakhni zuban siin usé bélnad 


TARIQ RAHMAN °* 89 


Jo sipi té moti naman rolna 
(1645, 26) 


He was fond of speaking in Persian 

but his loved ones had a taste for Deccani 

so now he is to speak in the Deccani language 
and roll out shells as if they were pearls 


Further the poet tells us that he used less Sanskrit words so that with 
less Persian and Sanskrit his work would be accessible to people who 
knew only Deccani well (ibid.). However, there are preambles in Ara- 
bic and, since the story is ostensibly about Tamim Ansari, a figure from 
early Muslim history, there are words relating to Islam and, hence, of 
Arabic origin. Even so, words of Hindi like gagan and pdt are also used. 

Another early writer of Urdu, this time from the north, called 
Muhammad Afzal Gopal (d. 1035/1625) wrote a love story in the Indian 
tradition, as it is a love story in the voice of a woman, in his famous 
Bikat Kahani. 

Akram Rohtaki Qutbi’s Térah Mds4, copied in 1143/1730-31 (the date 
given on the Punjab University manuscript used by the present author), 
is in Persianized Urdu but does have words later declared obsolete. 

Acanak top ki Cin ra‘d garja 
Karak uski j6 sun kar jiv larja 

(Qutbi 1731, n.p.) 
Suddenly like a cannon the cloud roared 
listening to its thunder the heart trembled 


During this time, ra‘d, the Arabic word for cloud, was used in Persian; 
larja is the Hindi pronunciation of the Persian /arzd, used even now in 
Urdu. In short, despite the trend toward the Persianization of diction 
from the seventeenth century onwards in Deccani and North Indian 
Hindi as used by Muslim writers, words and pronunciation patterns of 
ordinary Hindi had not become as unacceptable as they did later. Even 
more importantly, the local tradition of using the woman’s voice, as 
well as allusions to the seasons of India, is maintained. These, as we 
know, were also tabooed later. However, because of the Persianization 
of diction, Jalibi praises it as being more refined than its contemporary 
Mugimi’s Candar Badan-o-Mahyar or Ghavvasi's Saifu’ l-Muliik Badi‘u 
l-Jamdl (4625) Jalibi 1975, 67). 

Yet another example from the same period is the Masnavi Vafat- 
nama Hazrat Fatima of Ismadl Amrohvi (1054?-1123) written in 1105/ 
1693-94. It is notable because it is by a Muslim and is a religious text. 
Here too there is more Perso-Arabic diction than in other writings of the 
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period but words like sansar (world) and thar (place), etc., also exist 
(Amrohvi 1693, 103). 


Muslimization of Urdu-Hindi 


At least some poets of Urdu-Hindi in this early period, both Muslims 
and Hindus, knew Sanskrit and the local Indian languages. For instance, 
among others, Ahmad Gujratt who is called a “Shad%r-e Hindi” is an 
expert on Sanskrit and Bhasha (local language) (dar ‘ilm Sanskrit-o- 
Bhaka yad-e jiila dasht) (Candpii 1754-55, 18). Sanskrit and the local 
languages were not tabooed as they came to be later. 

However, the ancestor of Urdu and Hindi does pass through two 
distinct phases of identity. Jalibi calls the use of Sanskritic words and 
allusions to indigenous (Hindu) culture the “Hindw’i tradition” (1973, 37). 
The opposing trend may, therefore, be called the “Muslim tradition” or 
linguistic “Muslimization.” 

The Muslimization of Urdu is my term for the excessive use of 
Persian and Arabic words in the ancestor of modern Urdu and Hindi—a 
language which may be called Urdu-Hindi and which used to be called 
Hindi, Hindvi, Gujrati, Dakani and Hindustani—between the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries. The movement made the following changes 
in the identity of the language: 

1. Sanskritic words were purged out. 

2. Words of local dialects were also purged out. 

3. In place of the above, Persian and Arabic words were sub- 
stituted. 

4. Allusions, metaphors and symbols would be predomi- 
nantly to Iranian and Islamic cultures. 

5. Allusions to the Indian landscape were replaced by refer- 
ences to an idealized and conventionalized Iranian land- 
scape. 

6. The amorous conventions of Indian poetry—such as the 
woman expressing love for the man—were replaced by 
Iranian conventions G.e., a man expressing love for a 
beloved of indeterminate gender). 

It is this new Muslimized language that became an identity symbol 
of the élite Cashraf) community of North India. 

During the process of Muslimization the excellence of literary prac- 
titioners was measured with reference to the presence of Persian and 
Arabic diction in their work; deviation from actual local pronunciation 
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in orthography was taboo; and the use of Persian literary allusions, 
similes, metaphors and idiomatic phrases (the rose and the nightingale 
of Islamic, élitist culture rather than Hindu, mass culture were impera- 
tive. 

Aspects of this process of standardization seem to have been 
inspired or patronized by Navab Amir Khan, the minister of the Mughal 
king, Muhammad Shah, in Delhi. A contemporary account, the Siydru’-l 
Muta’khkhirin, describes the nobleman as follows: 


He composed with great elegance and much facility, both in Persian and 
Hindostany poetry, of ten uttering extempore verses; but no man ever 
equaled him in the talent of saying bon mots, and in rejoining by a 
repartee. He possessed the art of narration in such a high degree, that 
people charmed with his story, kept it hanging at their ears as a fragrant 
flower, whose perfume they wished to enjoy for ever. 

(Khan 1789, 3:279) 


This Amir Khan is said to have delighted in the company of learned 
people and patronized poets of Urdu thus contributing to its refine- 
ment. 

Fazli, the author of Karbal Kathd, is also said to have been part of 
this group and his language is much influenced by Arabic and Persian. 
Others whose attempts at standardizing the Persianized style of Urdu- 
Hindi—in effect separating the literary and official styles of both lan- 
guages—that are available are: Siraju’d-Din ‘Ali Khan Arzti (1og9— 
1169/1688-1756 or 1757, Shaikh Zuhtru’d-Din Hatim (699-1786), Shaikh 
Imam Baksh Nasikh (d. 1838) and Insha’u’l-Lah Khan Insha? (1752-1818). 

Shaikh Hatim, who was also one of the protégés of Navab Amir 
Khan, was one of the major figures of the movement for the Muslim- 
ization of Urdu. In the preface of his Persian book Divdn Zaddah, com- 
pleted in 1169/1756), he gives his linguistic views as follows: 


Lisan-e ‘Arabi-o-zubdan-e Farsi ke qaribul-fahm-o-kasiru 1-iste“mal ba- 
shad va rozmarra?-e Dehli ke mirzdyadn-e Hind-o-fasiban-e rind dar 
mubavara darand manzir ddshta zuban-e har diyar ta ba Hindvi ke 
Gn ra bhakha goyand mauqif karda mabz rézmarra’-e ke ‘am fahm-o- 
khds pasand bid ikbtiyar namida. 

(1756, 40) 


[Words from] the Arabic and Persian languages which are intelligible and 
commonly used [should be used]. And the daily usage of the gentlemen 
of India and the correct users of language and their idiom is acceptable. 
And the language of various localities which is called bhdka [the com- 
mon language] should be stopped. And only what is used in daily life 
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and is popularly liked and also liked by the connoisseurs of language 
should be used. 


The spellings prescribed by Hatim do not correspond to the pro- 
nunciation of these words in India. Rather, the orthography has to cor- 
respond to the original Arabic or Persian orthography (see ibid.). 

In short, Hatim wanted the restoration of the original spellings of 
Arabic and Persian words. He also specifically mentioned some words 
of Hindi which were to be eschewed, such as nain (eye), jag (world), 
nit (over), and others, such as mdr (hit) and mud (dead), to be consid- 
ered contemptible. 

Urdu poetry progressed through the practice of mushd‘iras and 
Ustada-Shagirdi. Correctness was a fad or obsession and a marker of 
identity (Faruqi 1999, 144-45, 148). However, Faruqi’s argument that 
Shaikh Hatim may not be solely responsible for removing Sanskrit 
words (ibid., 154) is correct, as many people contributed to such move- 
ments some of whom will be mentioned below. 


Amir Khusrau’s Linguistic Theories 


Amir Khusrau gave some of his linguistic theories in the preface to the 
Divan Ghurratu’l-Kamdél written in the thirteenth century. Khusrau 
exalts the Arabic script and literature above all others but only for 
religious reasons. Otherwise, from the strictly poetic point of view, he 
considers Persian poetry superior (1293, 24-25). This view is part of the 
language ideology of medieval Indian Muslims who categorized reality 
in a hierarchical manner: the language of cities is superior to that of 
rural areas; written language is superior to spoken; the language of 
certain élites is superior to that of ordinary people, etc. But Khusrau 
also adds that while those brought up in India, especially in Delhi, can 
speak any language and even contribute to its literature, those of other 
places lack this facility (see ibid., 28). 

This view is heard even now among Urdu-speakers who claim that 
they can speak any language correctly while speakers of other lan- 
guages cannot speak Hindi correctly. But along with this is the exces- 
sive significance which Urdu-speakers gave to pronunciation, idiom 
and diction in Urdu. The idea of this being cultural capital was taken to 
such absurd lengths that it was used as a weapon to humiliate those 
who did not conform to these prescriptive norms of correctness. The 
number of “correct” speakers was reduced to some families (see In- 
sha’’s views below) and some exemplars were elevated above all 
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others. Mir Mustahsan Khaliq, a poet of Urdu, was praised by Shaikh 
Nasikh, one of the experts on good Urdu, as a person whose family 
spoke the most “correct” Urdu (Azad [1907?], 314). The relevance of these 
linguistic views is that they formed part of the language ideology which 
informed Muslim linguists who transferred these ideas to Urdu when it 
was standardized as an icon of Muslim identity as we shall see below. 
One of these views might have been the linguistic superiority of Delhi. 


Arzu’s Contribution 


Siraju’d-Din ‘Ali Khan Arzi (io99-1169/1687-1756 or 1757), known for his 
linguistic work on Persian and Urdu, was one of the pioneers of the 
reform movement which created modern Persianized Urdu. Arza wrote 
a treatise on Persian linguistics called Musmir in which he emphasizes 
the existing linguistic ideology, viz., the variety of Persian spoken in the 
cities is more correct (fasib) than that of the rural areas (see Arzi n.d., 
13). He also points out that all the classical poets were associated with a 
certain city and spoke the language of that city (bid). 

Arzi’s views about correctness in language are found in both his 
Musmir and Navaddiru 1-Alfaz (1165/175)). The latter was written to im- 
prove and correct an existing “Hindi” dictionary, Ghara?ibu'l-Lughat by 
‘Abdu’l-Vasi‘ Hafisvi. In short, taking both the Ghard@’ib and Navadir, 
we get a glimpse into Urdu-Hindi before it was standardized into Urdu 
and Hindi. 

The point which strikes a reader is that Arza calls the language of 
Gwalior the most correct Hindi compared to any other region. How- 
ever, elsewhere he also refers to the language of the cities of Shah- 
jahanabad (Delhi) and Akbarabad (Agra) as a desirable standard. Let us 
take the two claims one by one. 

The assertion that the “Hindi” of Gwalior is the best is repeated 
several times. For instance, explaining the word jé/i (hoe to separate 
grain from chaff) he says: “and in the Hindi used in Gwalior which is 
the best Hindi” (Arzi 1751, 186-87); explaining the meaning of kandal 
(circle; also a game in which the players sit in a circle) he says: “but in 
the language of Gwalior, which is the most correct variety of Hindi, this 
is called €il jhapatd’ (ibid., 348); explaining gdvdar he says: “but gd7- 
dar in the language of the people of Gwalior and Akbarabad, which is 
the most correct out of the varieties of Hindi, is called grass” (ibid., 362); 
and explaining the meaning of ivdrd (pen to enclose animals): “and in 
the language of Brij and Gwalior, which are the most correct, it is called 
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kharak’ (ibid., 48). 

The language of Gwalior, as well as that of Agra, which Arza 
praises is Brij Bhasha. This is the language of “the Central Doab and the 
country immediately to its South from near Delhi to, say, Etawah, its 
headquarters being round the town of Mathura [Muttra]” (Grierson 1927, 
1:162). On the map of Uttar Pradesh (UP) the districts of Gautam Buddha 
Nagar, Bulandshahar, Aligarh, Mahamaya Nagar, Mathura, Agra, Feroz- 
abad, Etah, Mainpuri, Badaon, Bareilly, Tarai parganas of Naini Tal fall 
into Brij areas. It is also spoken in Gurgaon, Bharatpur and Karauli, and 
Madhaya Pradesh, and in Gwalior and surrounding areas. In Rajasthan, 
however, it slowly merges into Rajasthani (Grierson 1916, 1x, 69). This 
language had much oral literature and a high reputation before Khari 
Boli, which was standardized as Hindustani later, became ascendant. 

Arzi’s praise for Brij Bhasha probably owes to the fact that he was 
born in Agra (Akbarabad) and brought up in Gwalior. His mother’s 
family came from Gwalior and his teacher was Mir Ghulam ‘Ali Ahsan 
Gavaliyari. It was only in the beginning of the reign of Farrukh Siyar 
that he went to Delhi (Qasmi and Mazhar 2001, 70). 

But, apart from the dialect of Gwalior which is repeatedly called the 
best or “most correct” form of “Hindi,” Arzi also refers to the language 
of certain exalted parts of Muslim urban centers of power (i.e., Urdu) as 
standards. The examples are as follows: “But one does not know where 
the word ¢hanael (woman who oggles at men surreptitiously) comes 
from for we, who are the inhabitants of the Exalted City, have not heard 
it” 751, 214); explaining diba (flesh which protrudes from the camel’s 
mouth during the rutting season) he says: “but the word in question is 
not known in the City of the King and the languages of Agra and Delhi” 
(ibid., 249) and elsewhere rajwdrd “in this meaning is the idiom of 
Delhi, indeed of the inhabitants of the exalted quarter of the City” (ibid., 
261); “but gazak in the idiom of the inhabitants of the City...” (ibid, 
37); “but nakbtérd in the usage of the City etc. ...” Cibid., 430); “but 
haraphna is not the language of the City and the people of the City. 
Maybe it is the language of the towns and rural pockets” (ibid., 441-42). 

In all these examples there is a language—meaning a variety of the 
“Hindi” language—of the Exalted City (Urdti-e Mu‘alla) which is held 
up as a model of excellence. This is specifically associated with Delhi 
and Agra and with rule (bddshahi). The speakers of this language are 
called “ahbl-e Shabr (the inhabitants of the City) or “abl-e Urdit” which 
probably means the same thing, i.e., inhabitants of the exalted quarters 
of imperial centers like Delhi and Agra. This is the part of the city where 
the Muslim gentry, aristocracy and workmen associated with royalty 
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used to live. Insha?, as we will see, described this in detail. It is the lan- 
guage of this part of the City—the Muslimized idiom of the ashraf— 
which Arzii calls the “language of Urdu.” By Urdu he means “part of the 
City” and not a language—which is called Hindi—though Saiyid 
‘Abdu’l-Lah claims that Arzi is the first writer who does use the term 
Urdu for a language (in Arzi 1751, 28-29). This interpretation is possible 
if Arzi’s abbreviated references to the “zuban-e Urdi” (language of the 
city) are taken to mean “the Urdu language.” However, the point is that 
Arza does have a standard in mind and it is the language of an élitist 
Muslim minority living in parts of imperial cities. 

Let us now take Arzi’s condemnation of the ordinary peoples’ lan- 
guage which he calls “wrong” or “ignorant” or “vulgar”’—in the sense of 
belonging to the common people—or being from a rural backwater. 
Examples abound but a few will be sufficient: “but baraval (one who 
leads a military unit) is the mistake of the common people and the 
peasants of India” C751, 441); “Moreover, it is called mutakkd (pillow) 
and this is one of the mistakes of the people of India” (ibid., 403); “but 
kalaba (carrier of water) is the language of the ignorant and the com- 
mon people of India” (ibid., 338). He also explains that the people of 
India cannot pronounce qdf (ibid., 356); or jim Cibid., 174) or several 
other phonemes borrowed from Arabic and Persian. 

If we connect this purist attitude of Arza with his general praise for 
the language of the cities, and especially the centers of royal power, it 
becomes clear that he aspires for linguistic purity and this, in practice, 
means taking the Muslimized idiom of imperial Mughal cities as the new 
standard. The Hindi of Gwalior, while being the best variety of Hindi, is 
not the model which Arzi will follow. Instead, he will adopt the minor- 
ity language of an élitist group, which happens to be Muslim, to func- 
tion as the identity symbol of ashradf Muslims like himself who will 
switch over from Persian to Persianized Urdu in the near future. 


Insha’s Contribution 


Insha? Allah Khan Insha? (1752-1818), known mostly as a poet, was the 
pioneering sociolinguistic historian of Urdu. His pathbreaking Persian 
work Daryd-e Latdfat (802) was printed by Maulvi Masihu’d-Din 
Kakorvi in Murshidabad in 1848. The book has two parts, the first and 
major part, by Insha?, deals with the notion of correctness (/asabad in 
Urdu along with the first grammar of the language written by a native 
speaker. The second and minor part, by Mirza Qatil, deals with figures 
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of speech, rhetoric and prosody. The book was edited by ‘Abdu’l-Haq 
in Aurangabad under the auspices of the Anjuman-e Taraqqi-e Urdii in 
May 1916. Then, in 1935, Brajmohan Datatriya Kaiff translated it into 
Urdu. 

Insha? built his whole linguistic theory around the notion of fasd- 
hat, which is based upon a hierarchical, medieval (and colonial) world- 
view. The assumption is that the phenomenal world is a fixed and given 
entity with an essential nature or quality. Thus values and hierarchies 
within things, including languages, are an immutable given and intrinsic 
to their nature. Thus some languages—like some people, religions, 
races, etc.—are inferior or superior to others. The modern idea that 
human beings in groups or collectivities ascribe values and determine 
societal hierarchies which are, therefore, neither unchangeable, nor 
objective, nor intrinsic was not known to Insha? and his contemporar- 
ies. Indeed, his British contemporaries also did not countenance such a 
constructionist and relativist view. They would, of course, have argued 
for the superiority of Europe and of English while Insha? argued for the 
superiority of Urdu over other Indian languages. But both parties would 
have agreed with the basic assumption that value (superiority or inferi- 
ority) resides in the essential nature of a thing and is not given to it by 
observers. 

Insha? developed his notion of fasdbat on this basic assumption— 
that there are superior forms of language. He then argued that the 
standard of correctness lies in the practice of some families of Shah- 
jahanabad (Delhi). 

The language of Shahjahanabad is that which people associated 
with the royal court, the courtiers, beloveds, Muslim handicraftsmen, 
the functionaries of rich and fashionable people—even their very 
sweepers—speak. Wherever these people go their children are called 
Dilli-valds and their moballa is known as the mobaila of the Delhites 
(nsha@? 1802, 102). 

This definition is given so late in the book because Insha? was 
preparing the ground for it in the first hundred pages. First, he excluded 
the Hindus on the grounds that refined people knew very well that the 
Hindus learned “the art of conversation and the etiquette of partaking 
food and wearing clothes from the Muslims” (ibid., 35). Then he goes on 
to eliminate the working classes of Delhi and such localities as that of 
Mughalptra and the Saiyids of Barah. The working classes, he says, 
speak Urdu mixed with other languages. 

Mughalptra and other localities are rejected because their Urdu is 
mixed with Punjabi, and the Saiyids of Barah, who belonged to a pow- 
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erful family, are excluded on the grounds that they came from outside 
Delhi and were too proud to learn the correct Urdu idiom. Next Insha? 
eliminates all outsiders settled in Delhi, be they from Kashmir, Punjab 
or the small towns of UP. In the end he is left with a few families with 
courtly connections and gentlemanly status (ashraf). In short, correct- 
ness in Urdu is based upon the membership of an exclusive club that 
was Muslim, not of working-class status, and belonged to Delhi. 

But here Insha runs into a difficulty. He himself lived in Lucknow 
and his patron, Navab Sa‘adat Yar Khan, the ruler of Awadh, was from 
that city and not from Delhi. He therefore praises the correctness of the 
Urdu of Lucknow in the same elevated language which he earlier used 
for the language of Delhi. Then he explains that one does not have to 
be born in Delhi to be correct in Urdu. Indeed, the best Urdu-speakers 
(fusabd) of that city have migrated to Lucknow. Since the ruler Chis 
patron) encouraged acquisition of knowledge and the arts, it was in 
Lucknow that the best form of Urdu flourished (ibid., 97-98). Using this 
stratagem he achieves what he started out with—that correctness re- 
sides in the language of the ashraf of Delhi—but also placates the hurt 
egos of Lakhnavis and especially the Navab. 

Insha’’s linguistic theory is related to power. First, the hierarchical 
and value-laden evaluation of languages or linguistic practices in itself 
confirms the differentiation in society initially created by the powerful. 
Secondly, Insha’ clearly states that figures with temporal authority can 
create linguistic innovations. For instance, the use of the word rangiara 
for sangtara by Muhammad Shah is such a neologism. Insha? believes 
that whatever form of language is acceptable to rulers is ipso facto “cor- 
rect” (ibid., 66). Indeed, Delhi’s language is correct precisely because it 
was the capital of the Mughal Empire for so long. 

Given such views about correctness, Insha also believes in purging 
the language of coarse or inharmonious words. Not all of these words 
are from Hindi, though some, such as sarijan, pi, and pitam, un- 
doubtedly are. Indeed, some words are considered unreasonable (nd- 
ma‘qul simply because they belong to a bygone age (mané for “mén” 
for “in” and “darmiydn” “in between”; dasa for “seen” or “that which 
was seen”; sati for “sé,” etc.). Insha? is also in favor of abandoning all 
words coming from the peripheral areas where Brij Bhasha or (in 
Lucknow) Awadhi, is spoken (ibid., 62-63). He condemns such words 
as being unsuitable for Urdu. 

Although some of Insha’’s ideas do not conform to traditional purist 
views about Urdu—for instance he argues that foreign words should be 
pronounced according to the phonological rules of Urdu rather than the 
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language they are borrowed from (ibid., 164)—his influence as an 
upholder of élitist language affected Urdu writers in the nineteenth 
century. 


Other Linguistic Reformers 


The other major figure who is referred to in this process of the Muslimi- 
zation of Urdu is the poet Mirza Mazhar Jan-e Janafi (1701-1780). Jan-e 
Janafi was a poet of Persian and was also reputed to be a mystic (sai). 
According to Anvar Sadid, who has written on the literary movements in 
Urdu, Jan-e Janafi carried out the linguistic reforms as a religious and 
political duty (1985, 203). For him it was a religious and political neces- 
sity to have the same linguistic tradition operating in both Persian and 
Urdu Cibid.). He was, of course, familiar with both Persian and Arabic 
and was a master of the Muslim mystical religious tradition. In his hands 
Urdu poetry developed some of the features that are associated with the 
ghazal. 
Jan-e Jana uses Persianized diction, Iranian literary allusions and 
Islamic cultural symbols. In the following she‘r 
Cali ab gul ké hathon sé luta kar karvan apna 
na Chora ha@’é bulbul né Caman mén kuch nishan apna 
She has departed after getting her caravan robbed by the flower 
Alas! The nightingale has left not a single sign of herself in the 
garden. 
(in Azad [1907], 224) 


Gul (flower) and bulbul (nightingale) are well-known symbols of 
beauty and love in classical Persian poetry, whereas it is the kdel 
(cuckoo) which is celebrated in Indian poetry. This she‘y, therefore, is 
an early example of the fashion which became established in the 
ghazal tradition as we know it today. 

Another classical poet Mirza Rafi‘ Sauda is credited by Azdd for 
having introduced Persian idiom in the local language (bhasha) and, 
thus, having “purified” it (ébid., 133). Another figure of this movement, 
Shaikh Imam Baksh Nasikh (d. 1838) spent his childhood in Faizabad 
and his adult life in Lucknow during a period when the Urdu-based 
Shi‘a Muslim civilization of Lucknow was rising. His role in standard- 
izing Urdu has been appreciated by Ghalib, who, according to Safir 
Bilgrami, said: “Sir, if you ask me, it is Lucknow which transformed 
utterance into elegant language, and in Lucknow it was Nasikh who did 
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it” (qtd. in Javéd 1987, 42-43). 

Indeed, Nasikh and his pupils—Mir ‘Ali Rashk, Bahr, Barg, and 
Abad—are all known for giving precedence to language over meaning. 
He often translated from Persian into Urdu and carried the Persiani- 
zation of Urdu to an extreme. According to Muhammad Husain Azad, 
Nasikh 


studied books of Persian from Hafiz Varis ‘Ali Lakhnavi and also studied 
textbooks by the ulema of Firafigi Mahal. Although he did not have a 
scholarly command of Arabic, according to the requirements of tradi- 
tional knowledge and the company of his peers, he had full under- 
standing of the requirements of poetry. 

([1907?], 282) 


Azad also says that he was rightly called ndsikb (one who abro- 
gates) because he cancelled out, or brought to an end, the ancient style 
of poetry (larz-e qadim) Cibid., 289). Anvar Sadid goes to the extent of 
considering Nasikh responsible for the trend of purging out even well- 
known words of the local languages (prakrits) and substituting for them 
difficult and elevated words of Persian and Arabic (1985, 211). However, 
Rashid Hasan Khan, in his introduction to the selection of Nasikh’s po- 
etry, while agreeing that Nasikh did use difficult Arabic words, does not 
find any deliberate prejudice in his work against words of local or San- 
skritic origin (1996, 34). Moreover he claims that the students of Nasikh 
and not the poet himself carried out most of the linguistic purges which 
are attributed to him. Nasikh did, however, make Lucknow a center of 
the ongoing standardization of Urdu (ibid., 70-109). 

One of the sources describing the linguistic reform movement is 
Jalva-e Khizr (4884). Its author, Farzand Ahmad Safir Bilgrami, aspired 
to write a history of Urdu poetry like Azad’s Ab-e Haydt, and to achieve 
this he chose the extended metaphor of committees. The focus is the 
refinement of Urdu diction and there are eight committees for this pur- 
pose. The first was under Shaikh Hatim, the second Mir Taqi Mir, the 
third Jur’at, the fourth Mushafi, the fifth Insha?, the sixth Mir Hasan, the 
seventh Shah Nasir and the eighth Zauq and Momin. There were also 
sub-committees under students of the last two and Ghalib (1884, 273). Of 
course there were no formal committees of this kind but the metaphor 
is useful for categorizing the major figures who participated in what was 
seen as the refinement of the language. A number of lists are given 
which suggest that the major change was of fashion, i.e., the old-fash- 
ioned word or expression was replaced by a new one. In many cases 
only the grammatical gender was changed (in tdsir kiya (affected), for 


100 * THE ANNUAL OF URpu StuptEs, No. 25 


instance, the last word which refers to the gender of the verb “did” be- 
came ki, i.e., feminine). However, well-known words of Hindi origin, 
which are still used in modern Hindi and especially in popular songs, 
were declared obsolete. Among these are: nain (eyes), darshan (vi- 
sion), sarijan (friend, deity), jag (word), mas, mdhan (darling), dari 
(medicine/alcohol, sansdr (world), piyad (beloved), pitam (beloved), 
mukbh (face), man (dear), etc. (ibid., 73-74). However, Mir Dard, Mirza 
Muhammad Rafi‘ Sauda (1706-178), etc., did throw out some “typical 
words of Hindi” (¢héth Hindi alfaz) from their poetic work (ibid., 91). 

Even so, it should be clarified here that this movement for purging 
the existing “Hindi” language of words was not seen as Muslimization at 
that time nor do the historians of Urdu use this term. As mentioned ear- 
lier, if one examines the lists of words rendered obsolete by this move- 
ment of linguistic purification one finds that most words were discarded 
simply because they were old-fashioned, rustic or grammatically mixed 
(one morpheme from Arabic, another from Hindi or Persian or some 
such combination). Thus Khalid Hasan Qadri’s glossary of four thou- 
sand obsolete words includes words which are not of Sanskritic origin 
but fell from grace for other reasons (2004). Other lists of obsolete 
words are provided by Shauq Nimvi, Abra Husni and Khurshid Lakh- 
navi, among others (Baldé 2008, 219-25). Most of the words and expres- 
sions in these lists are not of Sanskritic or local language (bhdshd) 
origin but are simply old-fashioned (@’é hai (comes), j@’é haé (goes), 
lij6 (take), dijo (give)) or of the wrong Persian construction (kbanda 
jabin is obsolete and in its place kbhandah jabin is allowed, i.e., the bé 
< ¢ >is to replace the alif< \ >) (ibid., 121). The fact that speakers of 
Urdu actually use the alif is of no account for the purists. The 
practitioners of the movement considered it linguistic reform and that is 
how the Urdu historians describe it even now. 


The Institution of Poetic Apprenticeship 


Several factors make it a movement that changed the identity of Urdu 
and, in effect, Muslimized it. Among these is the fact that Urdu was 
disseminated all over urban India by the institutions of shdgirdi and 
ustddi (apprenticeship and mentorship). Poets became disciples or stu- 
dents of established practitioners or teachers, who corrected their 
poems according to the established criterion of fasdbat and balaghat 
(correctness and eloquence) (ibid., 57-77). Prosody was one aspect of 
this correction but the focus was always diction. Obsolete words and 
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expressions had to be eschewed and one had to be careful about the 
accepted idiom among one’s seniors, and also because the novice poet 
had to recite his poems publicly in a mushad“ra dominated by Muslim 
asatiza. This left littke or no room for the use of local and Hindu refer- 
ences, except in the poetic form of déhd. Thus, the movement for lin- 
guistic reform which was not consciously meant to communalize Urdu 
actually ended up doing just that. 


Discursive Pattern and Identity 


As mentioned above, what changed the identity of Urdu from a com- 
posite language of Hindus and Muslims to a language of urban Muslims 
is not only the expurgation of certain words. Much more significant was 
the fact that the overall discourse became oriented to Muslim culture. 
Thus the themes, cultural references, formulaic utterances, salutations, 
religious allusions, and the overall atmosphere came from Islam in 
North India. This is something which made it difficult for Hindus—at 
least those who wanted their literary products to function in an overall 
Hindu and Indian oeuvre—to continue writing in Urdu. This fact is not 
usually acknowledged by Muslim scholars—something which Gian 
Cand Jain complains about (2005, 200-215)—but judging from the praise 
some of the greatest modern-day scholars of Urdu have lavished on the 
Muslimization of discourse it appears to have been considered a 
welcome development. Indeed, writing at present Mu‘inu’d-Din ‘Aqil 
says that Mirza Mazhar Jan-e Janafi’s achievement was to prevent the 
domination of the influences of Hindi (Hindi asarat k6 Urdit adab mén 
ghdalib ané sé rokna tha) and that the movement brought Urdu closer to 
Persian and Muslim cultural values (2008, 58). 

Let us now turn to the views of two influential scholars of Urdu, 
Jamil Jalibi and Hafiz Mahmitd Shérani. The former was the chairman of 
the National Language Authority which reprinted Shérani’s Panjab Mén 
Urdit (4928) in 2006. Their views support the official narrative of the 
Pakistani state, which regards Urdu as one of the major identity symbols 
of Pakistani Muslims. 

Jalibi believes that Urdu has a distinctive Muslim character. He does 
not deny the Indic base of Urdu, but he calls the Muslimization of liter- 
ary themes and the Persianization of the language improvements. In his 
Tarikh-e Adab-e Urdii (4975) he writes: 


In the beginning both in Gujrat and the Deccan it [Urdu] accepted pure 
Hindvi effects but when the way for advancement is not visible and the 
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creative mind finds impediments in its expression, then it is obvious it 
would advance towards the side where it sees the way. 


(4975, 193) 


According to him, this Persianization was a fitri ‘amal (natural act) 
and any other course of action was impossible. He holds that if the 
poetry of Bijapur, in contrast to that of Golcanda, sounds alien to us, it 
is because of the Persianization of the latter. Thus the poetry of Nusrati 
is not known and Vali’s is. As a proof he cites the poet Shafiq, the 
author of Camanistan-e Shu‘ard (1761), who said of Nusrati: “alfazash 
ba-taur Dakhniyan bar zubdn-ha giran mi dyed” (His words are felt to 
be heavy on the tongue like those of the Deccanites) (ibid., 351). 

The trend towards Persianization of prosody is considered an im- 
provement. In 1336/1917-18 Safdar Mirzaptri complains that the fashion 
for writing ghazals without the guidance of some expert poet has in- 
creased and approves of the idea of reform (1918, 17). A Hindu historian 
of Urdu first asserts that it was only when Urdu started “wearing the 
apparel of Persian” that it separated from Hindi—an argument given 
with much greater scholarly authority by Amrit Rai (984) later—but 
then goes on to praise the language “reform” movement (L4l 1920, 80). 

Shérani, an indefatigable research scholar of Urdu and considered a 
pioneer of research on the language, says that the Hindi prosody 
(‘urtiz) was used up to the seventeenth century. After Quli Qutb Shah 
(988—1020/1581-82-1611-12,) there is evidence of Persian influence. Shérani 
goes on to say: 


In these days there is opposition from some circles to this trend [Per- 
sianization]. It is attacked as being foreign and short sighted. But we 
think that our elders in their search for novelty were right, for the results 
we see are greatly useful and profitable. 

(1966, 200) 


Moreover, Shérani presents the thesis that Urdu should have “Mus- 
lim emotions.” He feels that the language called Urdu is distinctive and 
separate from other languages because it has (a) Musalmdani jazbat-o- 
kbhaydlat (Muslim emotions and ideas), (b) ‘Arabi-o-Farsi alfdz, i.e., 
(Arabic and Persian words), and (c) its grammatical rules follow a cer- 
tain order (ibid., 174). 

However, he does not explain the last point. Moreover, he also 
leaves out one other point, viz..—the script should be Perso-Arabic. All 
the examples he provides are in this script. Most often his examples 
come from Persian sources where the original writer simply says “ba 
zubdan-é Hindi farmtidand (so and so said in Hindi). 
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The point is clear that some of the pioneering scholars of Urdu of 
the twentieth century believe that the discursive elements of Urdu 
should belong to the urban, middle-class culture of North Indian Islam. 
All their talk of Muslim “emotions,” “values” and cultural references in- 
evitably created a certain literary culture in which it was not possible for 
a writer to choose a non-Muslim cultural style of expression. This ex- 
plains why Muhammad Husain Azad’s famous Ab-e Haydt ignores both 
Hindu poets and women—the dice were loaded against them as Urdu 
had been standardized from the eighteenth century onwards as an 
identity symbol of ashraf, North Indian Muslim males. 

There were attempts to reverse the trend of Muslimization during 
the period of the Urdu-Hindi controversy by those who strove for Mus- 
lim-Hindu unity. Vahidu’d-Din Salim, a minor literary and academic 
figure in Hyderabad, was one of these people. He said, among other 
things, that Hindi words, allusions to Hindu mythology and culture and 
references to India rather than Persia should be added to Urdu in order 
not to alienate our “Hindu brethren” (n.d., 6-8). More famously, Sir Sai- 
yid, one of the pioneering champions of Urdu during the Urdu-Hindi 
controversy, deplored the tendency of using the idiom and diction of 
Persian. He said these two things made “the Urdi-pan [Urdu-ness] dis- 
appear” (Khan 1847, 427). However, since linguistic symbols feed into 
narratives of identity, the trend toward Muslimization continued with 
the result that Urdu is now seen as solely a Muslim language. 


Social Implications of Muslimizaton 


One major tradition of Urdu linguistics is its preoccupation with “cor- 
rectness” (fasdbat) and this is seen through the criterion of what I call 
Muslimization. This trend has ideological associations and implications 
for identity, self-definition and, ultimately, politics. The notion of cor- 
rectness makes it possible to create a certain aristocracy of the “owners 
of the language” (abl-e zubdn). This serves the purpose of making the 
language an exclusive preserve of an élitist group distinguished from 
others by birth, upbringing and education in the norms of the “correct” 
language. By the same token it is a device that excludes others; the less 
than perfect speakers; the “others.” These “others” can, of course, learn 
Urdu, but they will always fall short of the perfection of the abl-e 
zubdan. Who the abl-e zubdn were is contested and that is exactly what 
Insha? tries to do: he distinguishes them from the “others.” In short, the 
notion of “correctness” assigns Urdu the kind of value that makes it a 
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rare and valued commodity. This is best explained with reference to 
Bourdieu’s concept of “linguistic capital,” according to which the con- 
stitution of a linguistic market creates the conditions for an objective 
competition in and through which the legitimate competence can func- 
tion as linguistic capital, producing a profit of distinction on the occa- 
sion of each social exchange (1982, 55). 

This capital is “capital” only as long as its value is recognized in the 
society in which it operates. In this case it was so recognized and, 
lacking political power, the ahl-e zubdn jealously guarded the purity of 
their usages so as to keep the value of this capital intact. There are 
many anecdotal incidents, especially of the poet Josh Malihabadi (1898- 
1982) who often rebuked people for not speaking Urdu according to the 
usages he considered correct. And so intact is this capital even today 
that actors have to learn these usages, especially the pronunciation, if 
they have to perform credibly in Hindi movies in India. For, even 
though the movies are called “Hindi,” they have scenes depicting the 
élitist Urdu culture for which the notions of “correctness” advocated by 
the ahbl-e zubdan are still relevant. The famous singer Lata Mangeshkar 
says: 


One evening we were all strolling around the Gateway of India. I 
remember, in the course of our conversation, I used the word “paigham” 
[paigham| without the Urdu guttural “g.” Even before I could complete 
the sentence, Korangkarji interrupted with “listen, let me tell you some- 
thing—if you want to make a career out of singing Hindi songs, then you 
must be careful about pronunciation....” 

(Bhimani 1995, 135) 


Even now, as the present author found in his visit to Mumbai in 
March 2007, a number of actors and actresses hire experts in Urdu to 
correct their pronunciation. In short, the ideological position the refer- 
ences of Urdu adopted about “correctness” was intimately linked with 
the emerging élitist identity in India. This identity had to fall back on the 
salient cultural symbol of language in proportion to its weakening in 
political and economic power. 


Conclusion 


The standardization of Urdu in the late eighteenth century made mod- 
erm Urdu highly Persianized and Arabized. There were two aspects of 
this standardization: the removal of certain words of colloquial, in- 
digenous or Indic origin and their replacement by Persian and Arabic 
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words. This was called the linguistic reform movement but it did not 
purge only Indic words. Indeed, it removed many more words used in 
the composite language of the time which were merely old-fashioned 
or considered unrefined, even if they were originally borrowed from 
Persian and Arabic and then naturalized into Urdu-Hindi. The second, 
and by far the more important trend was to create a discourse which 
favored Muslim ways of thinking, feeling and describing reality. These 
discursive imperatives drew upon Muslim cultural values and used 
Islamic cultural references in such a manner that they became literary 
imperatives, reinforced by the tradition of poetic apprenticeship im- 
posed upon all literary practitioners. Later on other imperatives, such as 
the necessity of aligning one’s self to the antagonistic and hegemonic 
Muslim or Hindu identities during the freedom movement of the later 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries took over. Thus, Urdu and Hindi 
kept drawing apart, indeed so much so that today their formal, high 
literary registers are mutually unintelligible. Yet, the common peoples’ 
language in the streets of Delhi and Karachi is mutually intelligible. This 
has many implications for peace and well-being for Pakistanis and In- 
dians so that this exercise in linguistic history is not merely academic 
but can also have practical applications in the making of a new and 
peaceful South Asia. Q 
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